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The next earnest voice you hear will not be mine. I am 
sick of Helpism and its handmaidens, Education sat 
Awareness. 

Bleating “I want to help people” used to be a temporary 
aberration of sophomore sociology majors, but today we 
have an entrenched Helpism industry. Helpists are every- 
where, complete with toll-free telephone numbers com- 
posed of the letters H-E-L-P so we can call up and get 
more information on the afflictions that keep Cliff Rob- 
ertson and Sally Struthers awake and tossing. 

Helpists have a fiendish habit of running their public 
service announcements during shows that appeal to escap- 
ists. A three A.M. showing of Wuthering Heights stars Law- 
rence Olivier, Merle Oberon, and the Laird of Cystic 
Fibrosis Manor asking, “Does your child taste salty?” Man 
Helpist messages segue so seamlessly into the feature film 
that it’s hard to tell one from the other, e.g., a Vincent 
Price wax museum movie and the Narcolepsy Awareness 
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minidrama about the girl who falls asleep at her mother’s 
funeral while the church organ pumps out a dirge. 

Many Helpists are simply funny, as earnest, half-baked 
people are always funny. Dickens had his philanthropic 
Mrs. Jellyby, who deprived her own children of milk so 
she could contribute to the African children’s milk fund. 
America has Andie Blanton of Melbourne, Florida, who 
lost a python when it slithered into hiding somewhere in 
her car. According to the AP, she was taking it to school 
“as a Classroom pet for her 10 emotionally disabled students, 
she said.” [my italics] 

Far more insidious is the Helpism that crawls out of 
the woodwork whenever a student commits suicide or dies 
in an accident. 


Immediately, a school crisis team goes into ac- 
tion. A representative at the student’s school gets 
to work, collecting information on what happened. 
Then additional team members move in, breaking 
the news to teachers and students, setting up coun- 
seling sessions to help the school deal with the loss, 
the grief. Throughout the school, teachers and 
counselors will be on the lookout for students es- 
pecially troubled by the news. Their focus—to pre- 
vent emotional problems and something known as 
“the cluster effect,” a tendency of one teen suicide 
to be followed by several others. [the Fredericks- 
burg, Virginia Free Lance-Star] 


School suicide squads are the wave of the future ac- 
cording to King George County social worker Allen Mik- 
szewski, who explains: “This sort of thing is just starting 
in Virginia, with Fairfax and Virginia Beach and a few 
other places the only other school systems developing pro- 
grams. There’s no one trained in it, and few authorities 
on the subject. We’re breaking new ground.” 
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body from crisis counseling: “If we don’t see all of the 
ol nts, there is always the risk that one shy, withdrawn 
ot who won't ask for help is the one that we really 
ee to see.” Translated from Helpese, this means that 
any youngster with dignity and self-control will become a 
special target of the Clammy Ones. . . . 
Anyone who could read this article without getting a 
cold chill deserves to live in America. The school crisis 
team, with its counseling tables set up in the hall like a 
morbid version of Career Day, encourages kids to make a 
career out of falling apart. Inviting adolescents to emote 
is bound to be crowned with success. As girls do most of 
the emoting, the school crisis team perpetuates the stere- 
otype of the unstable female. At the same time, it exerts 
a subtle pressure on boys to prove their “vulnerability” at 
an age when proof of vulnerability can leave males with 
Permanent psychological scars. 
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drop of emotion. We went to the funeral in a state of 
exhausted stoicism, completely wrung out and Nerveles, 
from coping with old ladies huffing “I never heard of such 


a thing in all my born days!” . . 

What happened to us was precisely what is supposed 
to happen to people caught up in a sudden death: 
our emotions were dominated and redirected by the trivia 
of civilized behavior. As Mary McCarthy wrote in The 
Group: “You found that you got obsessed with these petty 
details. They were supposed to distract you from your 
grief. In fact, that was just what they did. You caught 
yourself forgetting the reason you were doing all this: 
because Kay had died. And the relief of finally arriving 
at a decision or having it taken out of your hands, as when 
Lakey got the dress, made you feel positively gay, till you 
remembered.” 

Since there can’t possibly be anything pleasant about 
having several hundred _ hysterical teenagers on one’s 
hands, it is time to wonder why these school crisis teams 
are doing everything in their power to encourage displays 
of inconsolable grief. 

I daresay they do it out of love—specifically, love of 
money. Helpism of this sort is not without precedent. In 
her 1985 book, The Weaker Vessel: Women wn 17th-Century 
England, Antonia Fraser tells us that in 1643, the financially 
desperate midwives of the realm petitioned the govern- 
ment to end the long French war and “return husbands 
to their wives, to bring them yearly under the delivering 
power of the midwife.” 

This obscure little footnote of history is disturbingly 
relevant vis-a-vis today’s burgeoning supply of ostensibly 
compassionate counselors of drug addicts, unmarried 
mothers, battered wives, and abused children—all of 
whom would be out of work if the supply of drug addicts, 
unmarried mothers, battered wives, and abused children 
were to dry up. 
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